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Abstract

The article explores the issues of authoritarianism and conformity as central themes
in Kurt Vonnegut’s short story “Harrison Bergeron” (1961) with a focus on the scope of
resistance . Studying authoritarianism as understood by John Duckitt reveals the
incongruities of anti - democratic political systems while the analysis of conformity
through reference to Herbert Kelman’s conformity personality types demonstrates how
controlling the freedom of thinking can consolidate the conformity of the citizens .
Resistance , as a thematic concern , is analyzed in the light of Michel Foucault’s notion on
power and opposition . Harrison Bergeron’s act of rebellion was desperately aborted by
the governing system putting forward a strong suggestion about the limits of resistance
under such oppressive systems . Vonnegut’s employment of satirical techniques to convey
the themes in question further enlarges our understanding of the serious issues related to
authoritarianism and eventually makes Kurt Vonnegut’s short story stand as a denunciation
of anti- democratic ideologies.
key words: Authoritarianism , conformity , ant - democratic ideology, power , resistance ,
Harrison Bergeron
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Introduction

The individual has always been in a constant struggle between preserving
individual freedom and maintaining some sort of social belongingness by
conforming to common rules. However, while conforming moderately to a set of
rules is necessary to reach a certain kind of social cohesion, imposed conformity
under authoritarian regimes can threaten individual freedom particularly the
freedom of thinking. More importantly, the issue of how much social conformity
Is tolerated at the expense of personal liberty has been at the center of attention of
intellectuals who belong to a nation that has attempted to reach the ideal of
creating a democracy. Indeed, the United States knew phases in its history that
shook the notion of democracy as certain ideologies were injected with
authoritarian anti - democratic practices putting the democracy it preaches under
question. Various works exposed the nation’s attempts to silence opposing ideas
at various historical phases. Hofstadter (1964) , in The Paranoid Style in
American Politics revealed a tendency in the American government characterized
by great suspicion and paranoia that resulted in unfair and irrational measures and
practices . The book was written during the anti - communist wave that
characterized the American political mode . In Anti- intellectualism in American
Life , Hofstadter (1963) exposes the hostility of the American institutions towards
the intellect , intellectuals , and intellectualism®. Furthermore, Silencing the
Opposition : Government Strategies of Suppression of Freedom of Expression
(Graig, 1997) is another work that shows how government forces resort to rhetorical
strategies to silence the opposition referring to case studies throughout history.

Literature concerns itself with such significant matters as well . Rather than
just mirroring facts , fiction participates in history by either perpetuating or
denouncing the prevailing ideologies . The literary text “ enters into relation with
an always partial range of the historically determined values , interests , needs ,
powers , and capacities which surround it” (Eagleton, 1976, p.186) . An early case in
point that demonstrates the significance of literature as an interacting agent that
continuously raises consciousness about social and political concerns is George
Orwell’s 1984 (1 1949) . It unveils how a political system can bear authoritarian
ideologies that threaten and suppress individual freedom . Denouncing
authoritarian political forms in a way that is much similar to Orwell’s is found in
Vonnegut’s science fiction work “Harrison Bergeron” (1961) . The short story is
an example of the writer’s early denunciation of any form of authoritarianism that

L Anti — intellectualism , as defined by Richard Hofstadter , is a resentment and suspicion of the life of the mind
and of those who are considered to represent it, and a disposition constantly to minimize the value of that.
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attempts to oppress people and silence the freedom of expression . Several works
explored Vonnegut’s fiction as a vehicle for social critique and political activism
. Also, Vonnegut’s satire as well proves to be a fertile material of examination
serving as his tool to transmit his political and social engagement . For instance ,
in Lost in Adaptation : Kurt Vonnegut Radical Humor in Film and Print , P. L.
Thomas (2012) uncovers the strength of Vonnegut’s humor that is unfortunately
lost in cinematic adaptations as the latter fail to capture the satire enveloping the
writer’s political assumptions. “A Launching Pad of Beliefs” : Kurt Vonnegut and
Post Modern Humor ( Brown , 2009 ) is another study that questions the
significance of Vonnegut’s humor in other fictional works . However, this article
offers a particular deep reading of the short story “Harrison Bergeron™ by focusing
on the satirical implications regarding the dangers of authoritarian ideologies that
require unconditional conformity . Studies on this particular short story overlook
the link between satire and its critique of authoritarian oppressive practices. The
dystopian American government of the short story attempts to reach a seemingly
noble aim of social equality , yet it ironically creates a very mediocre society
because of its authoritarian oppressive practices.

In fact , this article raises questions regarding the potential dangers of
submitting and conforming blindly to authoritarian oppressive governments . It
attempts to explore the story’s discourse towards anti - democratic political
systems : How such regimes succeed in controlling the masses and whether
resistance is possible and fruitful . In the short story, the authoritarian practices
of the dystopian government , represented in the handicapping measures to set
equality among its citizens , are in effect just ways to target and control the
freedom of thought which is the most private property an individual can have.
Additionally, because conformity has to be imposed to maintain authoritarian
power , the study seeks to explore the power of such regimes to blindly lead the
citizens to conform to rules even when they are clearly unfair and abusive . In
fact, the 2081 American government succeeds in turning the citizens into
mediocre conformists not through punishment only but more importantly through
controlling their thoughts . Eventually , the study aims to evaluate the main
character’s resistance , to understand the implications of its failure , and to explore
the reason why Vonnegut subsequently opts for aborting Harrison’s act of
opposition . Furthermore , understanding the work’s stance towards authoritarian
practices cannot be fully understood without considering the writer’s satire . In
fact , Vonnegut’s style is commonly known as highly satirical since he views
humor as one’s resort in desperate traumatic situations . For example , he
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comments about reacting with laughter after experiencing the dramatic bombing
in Dresden stating “God knows, that’s the soul seeking some relief” ( A Man
Without a Country , 2005, p.3) . He also said that “ humor is a way of holding off how
awful life can be , to protect yourself” (Man, 2005, p.129). Thus, exploring how
Vonnegut employs satirical techniques including humor , irony , the ridicule, and
exaggeration becomes quite necessary as they are the tools with which VVonnegut
conveys his messages about the serious issue of the danger underlying
authoritarian power and conformity .

Concerning the theoretical framework , the study offers an analytical study
of the work in question based on theoretical notions that are related to the themes
central to the study . Hence , it studies the theme of authoritarianism as explained
and understood by Duckitt (2005) who offers an understanding of the concept
authoritarianism as a group phenomenon that can be seen as a political tendency
as well . Additionally , understanding conformity as well as the non -conformity
of the main character ‘Harrison Bergeron’ requires reference to Kelman’s (1958)
study of conformity personality types to perceive the extent to which such
ideological tendencies can easily maintain conformity by restraining thinking .
More importantly , the pessimistic tragic end of the story reflected in the failure
of Harrison’s resistance can be well understood through the lenses of Foucault’s
(1982) theoretical notions on how power creates and subverts opposition .

The paper suggests a theoretical literary analysis of three essential thematic
elements through reference to the writer’s satirical devices. It explores the theme
of authoritarianism by focusing analysis on the aspects and institutions that make
this dystopian government an authoritarian one . This is achieved through an
Important focus on the oppressive practices to target the freedom of thinking
including the media , the police , and the handicapping devices . Besides , to
evaluate the conformity of the citizens and view its danger , the characters are
studied to highlight the dangerous impact of limiting the freedom of thought that
leads to the creation of mediocre conformists and non — conformists . Eventually,
the study explores the scope of resistance and its effectiveness.

1. Understanding the Mechanisms of Authoritarianism

Early studies of the concept / phenomenon of authoritarianism appeared first
in Adorno’s The Authoritarian Personality (1950) as a character psychological
study to investigate the roots of anti - Semitism. Later , it was reviewed by
Altemeyer (1996) who studied the concept in terms of personality aspects as well
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. Duckitt (2005) provided a new conceptualization of the term and studied it as a
psycho - political phenomenon . In fact, in “Authoritarianism , Conceptualization,
Research, and New Developments” , he states that “ it is argued that
authoritarianism can be viewed as a morally absolutist and intolerant desire for
the coercive imposition of particular beliefs , values , way of life and form of
social organization ... on people irrespective of their wishes and of any human
costs involved”. (Duckitt , 2005 , p, 190) . His conceptualization identifies three
important elements for anti-democratic political tendencies notably intolerance ,
coercive imposition , and injustice . These elements indeed characterize the setting
of the short story in question.

In fact , the presence of these aspects make the story’s dystopian American
government typically authoritarian . In the first paragraphs of the story “Harrison
Bergeron”, Vonnegut refers to Law exemplified in the 211,212, and 213
amendments to the constitution . These amendments enable the government to
legitimately impose an unfair ideology of equality among its citizens as this law
requires people to wear certain physical and mental handicapping devices to make
sure no one is better than the other . (Vonnegut, 1961, p.1) . This coercive imposition
Is further reinforced by a character that represents the authoritarian government
Diana Moon Glampers who is the handicapper general that ensures respecting this
law of equality with the help of her vigilant agents too . Additionally , the element
of coercion , by which the government maintains its power , is hinted at in the
conversation between Hazel and George (Harrison’s parents). George points out
to the punishment one can face when trying to get away with these handicapping
devices . In this particular scene , Hazel , who does not have to wear any of these
devices because her intelligence proves to be too moderate , asks her husband to
reduce the weight of the devices to have some rest , but he responds with “ two
years in prison and two thousand dollars fine for every ball | take out.” (Vonnegut,
1961, p. 2). This is a clear suggestion that this government rules by force . The force
of the law punishing any attempt of deviance.

Furthermore, the aspect of intolerance in the short story is exemplified in
shaping and controlling the public opinion through the media to consolidate the
government’s power and anti - democratic ideologies . In fact , the television‘s
constant presence with the content it broadcasts makes it stand as an authoritarian
agent in the story . In the opening scene , Harrison Bergeron’s parents are
watching television and the ballerinas’ show is a powerful example of how
governments consolidate their imposed mindset through the media. More clearly,
the dancers appear to wear those physical burdens and masks to make sure that

262



Satirizing American Authoritarianism: Power and the Limits of Resistance in Kurt
Vonnegut’s “Harrison Bergeron”

everyone looks , in George’s words “as everybody else” ( Vonnegut, 1961, p.2) .
The dancing of the ballerinas is supposed to be an entertaining program, yet it
only broadcasts messages to suppress any dissenting attempts . In fact, while
watching the show , George’s thoughts are interrupted with one of those sharp
noises transmitted by a little mental handicap radio in his ear that he ‘had to wear
it all times by law’ as his intelligence was labelled © way above normal * (Vonnegut
, p.2). The fact that two of the ballerinas had the same wincing reaction as George
and had collapsed to the studio floor right after the next noise indicates that media
Is showing its citizens that what they are living is ‘normal’ so that people
unconsciously internalize and normalize those unfair laws. This scene does not
only demonstrate how the media can be a means to reinforce authoritarian
ideologies, but also reveals how cruel and inhuman such systems are.

In addition to law and intolerance, injustice represents the third anti —
democratic aspect that makes the setting of the story authoritarian . Injustice is
closely linked to the theme of suppressing the freedom of thought . In other words,
because resistance starts as an idea , authoritarian regimes or political systems
with authoritarian tendencies have their citizens’ thoughts as their primary target.
In the story , Vonnegut’s 2081 government resonates the American government
attempts , at different phases in its history , to suppress any thinking that appears
to be different from the imposed ideology ; hence, seen as a potential threat that
has to be removed . In fact , this is demonstrated in the story by placing ‘thinking’
as the principle concern of the American government’s amendments . To achieve
equality , the amendments made sure that “nobody was smarter than anybody
else” (Vonnegut, 1961, p.1) . Additionally , readers learn that George has to wear a
small device transmitting annoying noise every twenty seconds due to his high
intelligence. The several instances where George’s thoughts are cut because of
this transmitter represent a strong evidence that the government’s aim is to limit
the freedom of thought . In fact , the noise in George’s ear becomes a motif
running throughout the story occurring six times to prevent George , and similar
brilliant minds , from “ taking unfair advantage of their brains” (Vonnegut, p.1).
Two important instances are worth mentioning . The first one occurs when George
starts to think about his 14-year old arrested son and another when he thinks that
ballerinas should not be handicapped . These cases show that in this dystopian
society , thinking reasonably is a threat . After the second noise that runs into
George’s ear , he grows “ white and trembling and tears stood on the rims of his
red eyes ™. (Vonnegut, p.3) . This is an indication that this government is mentally
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torturing its citizens highlighting the horror such systems can bring to human
beings for the sake of consolidating power .

Typical to Vonnegut, satirizing the tragic becomes inevitable to transmit
horrifying issues softly. In fact , the depiction of the authoritarian regime in the
short story is wholly satirized . The idea of spreading equality is itself ironical as
the government attempts to ensure equality, which is a noble aim as it appears ,
through unfair practices obliging its citizens to wear handicapping devices . Also,
the term handicapping bears a sense of humor as the government could make its
people equal by elevating the chances of those less good looking and less
intelligent rather that doing the opposite . Another satirical manner to describe
this futurist authoritarian system is linked to the noise that is transmitted to prevent
them from taking unfair advantage of their brains . In other words , this shows
that the citizens are punished and tortured not for their vices or potential
criminality as it should be the case but ironically for their virtues : for being way
too smart . Besides the noise , there is a satirical technique with which Vonnegut
ridicules the government which is the description of the government’s arrest of
the threatening non - conformist Harrison who is , ironically, just a boy below
adult age . The diction that Vonnegut employs is also a device by which the writer
uncovers the discrepancies of oppressive ideologies. In a particular scene in the
story , one of the ballerinas , mistaking , reads the news using her real beautiful
voice , but that voice is described as being “ a very unfair ” one. ( Vonnegut, 1961,
p.3). The reason behind satire is to show how political leaders can legitimize their
policies when they are clearly illegitimate and unfair.

2. Conforming Blindly is the Real Threat

Conformity as a theme is at the heart of the story since it is a condition to the
perpetuation of authority as anti - democratic regimes tend to turn the citizens into
true conformists to avoid any potential threat . It is defined as ““ an acceptance of
influence and an agreement to socially accepted conventions . > ( Kelman , 1958,
p. 52) . However, this agreement seems to vary from an individual to another
distinguishing three types of conformity : compliance, internalization, and
identification . Studying the portrayal of the characters’ behavior , reaction , and
stance towards all forms of authority through applying Kelman’s personality types
reveals the inaccuracies enveloping authoritarian governments . In fact , both
George and Hazel seem to belong to the second type of conformists that accept
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publically and privately the imposed rules and show no attempt to deviate. Still ,
looking closely at George’s behavior places him as a compliant who conforms
only publically . Indeed , this character holds some unfortunately incomplete
thoughts that go against the government’s ideology as when “he was toying with
the vague notion that may be dancers shouldn’t be handicapped ” ( Vonnegut ,
1961, p .1). Another instance that places George as a compliant or a private non -
conformist is apparent when he replies to his wife’s request to remove the
handicapping devices . George refers instantly with a statement about the law
punishment . This means that he is not totally convinced about the rules of the
system but conforms just for fear of punishment. ( Vonnegut, p.2).

Unlike George , Hazel is portrayed as a true conformist . This is due probably
to her average intelligence as she does not only question the imposed laws , but
she is ironically described as envious of the interesting sounds that are transmitted
into her husband’s ear . Imagining herself as handicapper general , she suggests
she would add chimes on Sunday and make them louder! ( Vonnegut, 1961, p.2).
Vonnegut ridicules Hazel since she behaves stupidly although she experiences
daily the painful feeling her husband endures because of the transmitted sounds .
Hazel’s character, though appears unimportant , serves to raise awareness about
the danger of unquestioned conformity that creates people who accept rules that
are clearly inhuman . In addition to Hazel , the Handicapper General Diana Moon
Glampers is another character that can be labelled as a true conformist . Glampers
stands for authority as she identifies with the system that is why she appears to be
attracted to the content of that system due to her position . She makes sure no one
deviates and does not hesitate to kill a 14 - year old boy for breaking the law .
Thus , all the characters of the story , except for Harrison , conform in a way or
another to the codes imposed by the political system . Studying conformity
through the characters helps understand the issue / theme of authoritarianism in
its full meaning and raise questions about the possibility and fruitfulness of any
form of opposition .

3. Assessing Harrison Bergeron’s Resistance

The individual’s rejection of abusive authority is commonly perceived as a
form of heroic deviance. In fact , the main character Harrison Bergeron , though
below adult age , is a character that gains the readership sympathy and admiration
for being able to see the injustices of the system and stands against its abusive
authoritarian practices . However , his unexpected failure to overthrow the
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government at the end of the story raises questions about the possibility of a
successful true opposition against an oppressive powerful system . In the “Subject
and Power” , Foucault (1982) suggests a complementary relation between power
and resistance as the latter becomes a condition for the perpetuation of the former.
(Foucault , 1982, p . 790). More clearly , power works through creating , challenging
, and eventually reversing or suppressing resistance ( Foucault, The History of Sexuality
,p. 92). This pessimistic view of opposition seems to be echoed in Vonnegut’s story
by setting limits to a legitimate opposition throwing away all aspirations about
restoring justice in the community . Vonnegut again blends the dramatic with the
satirical in an attempt to minimize the tragic truth underlying anti - democratic
political systems.

In the story under study , Harrison is a character that symbolizes opposition
and the American individual who displays more maturity than the rest of his social
group ( represented in his parents and the general handicapping men ) . Readers
are told in the beginning of the story that he was arrested but only towards its end
that the reasons are revealed . Ironically, the announcer stated that Harrison
Bergeron is “a genius an and athlete . . . that is why he is extremely dangerous
” (Vonnegut, 1961, p.3) . The irony here that envelops Harrison, who is a symbol of
resistance , is intended and directly linked to authority . In other words , because
the target of the government’s unfair strategies are the virtues the citizens have
especially the mental ones , Harrison becomes therefore a threat to this
government because of his super intelligence . Because of this , Harrison is
tortured worse than the others : “ instead of a little ear radio for a mental handicap,
he wore a tremendous pair of earphones , and spectacles with thick wavy lenses .
The spectacles were intended to make him not only half blind , but to give him
whanging headaches besides ” (Vonnegut, p.3). However , to smooth the tragic
reality about torturing a teenager for his virtues , Vonnegut provides a comic
description of Harrison’s appearance due to the excessive devices he is required
to wear to cover his good looks . The devices give Harrison a clownish look .
(Vonnegut, p . 3)

The final act of resistance bears as well Vonnegut’s satire , for in addition
to satirizing the American anti - democratic institution to uncover the
discrepancies of such political systems , Vonnegut tarnishes the act of resistance
with ironical implications . Indeed , the heroic scene of the story is unexpectedly
coated with the ridicule . The clownish huge Harrison , that finally gets rid of the
handicapping devices , stands in the center of the studio claiming himself the
emperor and that ““ everyone must do what he says at once ” (Vonnegut, 1961, p.4.) .
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These words suggest a non - conformist who wants to undermine an unfair
authoritarian government only to create another one . The act of destroying the
handicapping devices is highly symbolic of opposition and the ballerinas act in
joining Harrison implies people’s internalized rejection of the oppressive laws
that suppress their individualism and their personal virtues. However , after few
moments of absurd excitement , the emperor is shot dead and order is restored .

There are significant implications of this absurd final scene of the death of
the only opposing voice of the story . First, it implies Foucault’s ideas that
resistance can be a mechanism to strengthen the power of the government which
can be noticed once the hero is dead . Moreover , the general handicapper’s
threatening gun aimed at the musicians makes them have their handicaps back .
Order is restored by killing the opposition perpetuating the authoritarian
governing system . Second , the fact that the execution is broadcasted on television
suggests that not only the musicians , who experienced the short - lived rebellion,
freedom , and justice, will not think again about rebelling , but also the whole
community as well as the broadcasted execution of the rebel constitutes a
deterrent to any potential non - conformists.

Ironically, the most dramatic heart - breaking scene of the story is that of
parents so much handicapped to the extent of being unable to realize and reason
meaningfully their son’s death . However , Vonnegut shields the heart of his
readers with George’s ridiculous strange act who goes to fetch a can of beer right
after watching the execution of his son . George behaves as if he was watching a
movie while his wife sheds tears but fails to remember why . Their absurd dull
acts evoke insanity as they finish their conversation comforting themselves by
asking each other to try to forget sad things” (Vonnegut, 1961, p . 6). Harrison’s
freedom is denied and so is readers’ relief . This pessimistic desperate absurd end
that is both tragic and satirical may have the following possible explanation .
Harrison fails in his attempt due to his incapacity to lead his rebellion in a correct
direction which can be due to the heavy mental handicapping devices he had to
endure. That is , instead of offering his readership a mature true hero to lead his
community towards normality and justice, Vonnegut ironically offers us a
mentally unstable hero . This desperate end implies the extent to which an
authoritarian oppressive government can limit forms of opposition and raises
awareness about the dramatic effects of conforming to similar ideologies . Since
it is dystopian , Vonnegut’s exaggerated pessimism may serve as a warning to the
Americans against the future dangers of not questioning and adhering to any
future anti - democratic practices.
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Conclusion:

In conclusion , this article aims at examining the themes of authoritarianism
and conformity with a focus on the chances of resistance in Vonnegut’s “Harrison
Bergeron”. To have a thorough understanding of Vonnegut’s messages regarding
the themes in question , the study accompanies the thematic analysis with an
exploration of the satirical techniques which Vonnegut employs throughout the
short story . Studying the theme of authoritarianism , as defined by John Duckitt,
reveals that the setting of the story is typically anti - democratic and authoritarian.
This is shown through the analysis of the institutions that represent the governing
system . Besides, another finding related to this theme is that oppressive systems
have the freedom of thought as their primary target . It demonstrates that coercion
and injustice in addition to the media are the mechanisms with which
authoritarian power is achieved . Furthermore, the examination of the theme of
conformity through analyzing the portrayal of characters makes the short story
narratives stand as a warning against the dangers of adhering blindly to anti -
democratic ideologies . In fact , the characters of the story , including Harrison’s
parents Hazel and George and the handicapping General , display a type of
conformity that requires no questioning to the imposed ideology of the governing
system . A reflection on the act of opposition and the implications of its failure
serves as a further aspect to understand the work’s statement about
authoritarianism . Indeed, the pessimistic ending of the story , read in Foucault’s
notions about power and resistance , indicates that opposition in authoritarian
regimes is hard to achieve if not impossible . The findings of the study as a whole
demonstrate that the short story stands as a powerful and direct denunciation of
anti - democratic authoritarian practices in the American political system . Some
studies about Vonnegut’s fiction refer to the satirical tone in the short story , yet
they lack deep examination of the ingrained connection between the satirical
techniques and the significant issues related to authoritarianism . Studying the
short story’s linked themes : authoritarianism , conformity , and resistance in the
lens of established theorists and with reference to the satirical tools frees the short
story from general interpretations of the issues in question and gives the article its
specific contribution . The article serves to show that despite being a short story ,
“Harrison Bergeron ” is packed with meaning and highly suggestive .
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